Sheikh Al-Amin bin Ali Mazrui 
1891 - 1947 


Who was Sh. Al-Amin? - 1 


e “Sh. Al-Amin was like an ocean! 
You will dive deep into the depth of the sea, 


” 


and come out with only a few gems 


- These were the first words | heard from 
Sh. AbdulKadir bin Said Al-Maamiry (Bwana 
Makka) when | started my research on Sh. Al-min. 
e Sh. Al-Amin has been the subject of research by 
SO many scholars over the years. 
e Several research papers and thesis are available 
in libraries and archives round the world. 


Who was Sh. Al-Amin? - 2 


e Sh. Al-Amin comes from a generation of Islamic Scholars. 
He was the 25" scholar in the Mazrui family tree following 
in the steps of his father and forefathers. 


e Sheikh Al-Amin bin Ali Mazrui is one of the great men of 
letters in East African History. He was a writer, an editor, a 
critic of Swahili and Arabic poetry, a theologian, a 
newspaperman, and a social reformer — (by Prof. Mazrui 
on: “MY DAD, AL-AMIN ALY MAZRUI: THE MAN, THE 
LEGEND AND THE MORALIST”) as a preface to my book on 
the biography Sh. Al-Amin. 


> Let us look at the history of this East African scholar to 
really appreciate his legacy. 

> Like the opening remarks, let us dive into the depths of Sh. 
Alamin’s ocean and see what gems we can come up with! 


Comments by Different Researchers - 1 


There are several reasons why Sh. Al-Amin b. Ali should be 
selected for study in an essay devoted to Islamic modernism 
in East Africa. The most obvious one is that he was the first 
East African of any social stature to fully embrace modernist 
Islam, to write about it, and to promote it publicly. Born in 
Mombasa in 1890, the son of Qadi Sh. Ali b. Abdallah Mazrui, 
Sh. Al-Amin was trained in the Islamic Sciences by his relative 
Sh. Suleiman b. Ali Mazrui who himself served as a Chief Qadi 
under British authority. Later he was sent to Zanzibar to study 
under the renowned Sayyid Ahmad bin Sumayt and Sh. 
Abdallah Bakathir. 

- by Randall L. Powels on “Sh. Al-Amin b. Ali Mazrui and Islamic 


Modernism in East Africa, 1875-1947” published in the International 
Journal of Middle East Studies, Vol. 13, No. 3 (Aug.,1981, 329-345). 


Comments by Different Researchers - 2 


“Undoubtedly, Sheikh Al-Amin was the most outstanding 
Muslim scholar and reformer to appear in Kenya. His 
contribution to Islam and Muslim scholarship has been the 
most endurable. His regular seminars produced many 
scholars who helped spread Islam further, not only in 
Kenya but in East Africa as a whole. He himself travelled, 
preached, encouraged and supported efforts to build 
madrasas and mosques. He wrote, published and 
distributed the first religious textbooks in Ki-Swahili on 
different aspects of Islam and Islamic history.” 

- by Prof. Ahmed Idha Salim on Sheikh Al-Amin bin Ali 
Al-Mazrui: His Career and Impact on East African Islam. 
Presented as a paper in a conference in Paris on Islam. 


Comments by Different Researchers -3 


Prior to the advent of the reformist activities of Sheikh al-Amin bin Ali Abdallah 
bin Nafi al-Mazrui (1891-1947), no East African Muslim intellectual had 
attracted so much academic interest. There had been ulama of considerable 
learning and moral rectitude....BUT No Muslim scholar was as socially and 
politically conscious as Sh. Al-Amin bin Ali Mazrui. 


Sheikh al-Amin in the 1930s and early 1940s was one of the pre-eminent jurists 
and fugaha who attracted considerable numbers of regular students who came to 
study under him....from as far as Zanzibar, Pemba and Lamu. 


It is the paradox of Sheikh al-Amin that in socio-economic and political matters 
he was a radical, but in theological and juristic matters he was decidedly a 
conservative. 

Sheikh al-Amin left a very important legacy in the social, educational and religious 
development in the Muslim community on the East African coast. 

Sheikh al-Amin through his clever argumentations was able to persuade many 
parents that western education was not in conflict with the religion and culture. 
The Sheikh managed to enlighten people as to the true spirit of Islam as 
essentially a religion of social progress. He fought very hard against conservatism 
and often retrogressive bid’a practices, many of which were bordering on 
superstition and un-Islamic practices. 


- by Prof F. H. Elmasri on Sheikh al-Amin bin Ali Al-Mazrui and the Islamic Intellectual Tradition in East Africa 


Comments by Different Researchers — 4a 


e Sheikh Al-Amin bin Ali Mazrui is one of the great men of letters in East African 
History. He was a writer, an editor, a critic of Swahili and Arabic poetry, a 
theologian, a newspaperman, and a social reformer. 

e Sheikh Al-Amin is one of the stuff of which legends are made. 

e Sheikh Al-Amin played the role of a bridge in a number of different senses: 

- As a Muslim he was both a modernist and a traditionalist. 


- He was a bridge between Africanity and Arabness through the connecting 
link of Swahilihood. 


- He had a high sense of both Arab identity and Swahili affliction, and wrote 
books and articles in both Kiswahili and the Arabic language. 


- He appreciated classical Swahili poems like Al-Inkishafi and Utenzi wa 
Mwana Kupona, and explored Arabic poetry all the way back to Antar Ibn 
Shaddad of al-Muallagat (a collection of poems from the 8* to the 12“ Century of 
the Christian era). 

e Asa child | sometimes used to listen to my Dad reciting and discussing poetry. 

The Muse and the Mythology intertwined. 


- by Prof Ali A-Amin Mazrui in the preface of Maisha ya Sheikh Al-Amin bin Ali 
Mazrui.......... 4b 


Comments by Different Researchers — 4b 


- Sheikh Al-Amin was also a bridge between the scholar and the activist. He 
combined in himself the roles of alim (the learned one) with the role of social 
reformer. 

- Sheikh Al-Amin was also a bridge between the journalist and the theologian. He 
started his newspaper Al-Islah at a time when independent African media were 
almost unknown in East Africa. 


e Was Sheikh Al-Amin also a bridge between the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries? 


He was born in the nineteenth century and died almost in the middle of the 
twentieth century. 


There were aspects of his legacy, which belong to the pre-colonial era of the 
nineteenth century. 
e Sheikh Al-Amin was not just an icon or institution. He was also a human being of 
flesh and blood, with emotions and loyalties. 
e lama great admirer of his intellectual prowess. Sheikh Al-Amin was an original 
thinker. | am also an admirer of the courage of his convictions and the power of 
his will. He was one of the luminaries of East Africa in the twentieth century. 


- by Prof Ali Al-Amin Mazrui in the preface of Maisha ya Sheikh Al-Amin bin Ali Mazrui 


Sh. Al-Amin's Childhood 


Sh. Al - Amin with his guardian, 
uncle, teacher and father-in-law 


— Sh. Suleiman bin Ali Mazrui. O 


Sh. Al-Amin was born in Mombasa on 15t Jumad 
Al-Akhira, 1308 A.H.,(27" January, 1891) and died 
on 8t" Jumad Al-U'la, 1366 A.H., (13t April, 1947) 


The son of the Kadhi of Mombasa & scholar - Sh. Ali 
bin Abdallah bin Nafi Mazrui. 


- On his deathbed, Sh. Ali hands over his 4 year 
old son, Al-Amin, to Sh. Suleiman with these 
words: “I am handing over my son to you today, 
give him back to me in the Hereafter.” 
SubhanaLlah! Very powerful words! 


He was brought up, nurtured and trained in the 
Islamic Sciences by his uncle, Sh. Suleiman bin Ali 
bin Khamis Mazrui. 

Sh. Suleiman was a scholar & a Chief Kadhi during 
the colonial days. 

After studying under the feet of his learned uncle, 
Sh. Al-Amin was sent to Zanzibar to study under the 
renown scholars — Sayyid Ahmad bin Sumayt and 
Sh. Abdallah Bakathir. 


His Intellectual Roots 


Sh. Al-Amin comes from a family of 
scholars who cherished scholarly 
works. 


His father Sh. Ali bin Abdallah bin 
Nafi Mazrui (1825-1894), an uncle 
Sh. Ahmad bin Abdallah bin Nafi 
Mazrui together with their father 
Sh. Abdallah bin Nafi Mazrui left 
Kenya in 1837 and migrated to 
Makkah for studies. 


All became eminent scholars. Sh. 
Ali later came back to Kenya in 
1846. He was appointed the Kadhi 
of Mombasa during Sultan Majid’s 
reign. 


Evolution of Sh. Al — Amin’s Thoughts - 1 


His intellectual Development 


Sh. Al-Amin was a wide reader. He 
refused to confine his readings to 
the standard manuals of his day that 
were the staple of the East African 
ulama”. 


He read modernist theology and 
jurisprudence coming out of Al- 
Azhar University and Egypt in 
general. He subscribed and 
contributed to Egyptian magazines 
that were preoccupied with the 
plight and decadence of Islamic 
societies. 


Sh. Al-Amin read voraciously 
Egyptian journals and magazines and 
kept in touch with the leading issues 
that were being thrashed out in the 
Egyptian media. 


Evolution of Sh. Al — Amin's Thoughts - 2 


His Intellectual Roots 


e The young Al-Amin was 
introduced to Islamic Scholarship 
by his guardian, Sh. Suleiman b. 
Ali b. Khamis Mazrui. 


e He also travelled to Zanzibar to 
study at the feet of its 
distinguished ulama, Sayyid 
Ahmad bin Sumayt and Sh. 
Abdallah Bakathir . 


His intellectual Development 


With an insatiable search for 
knowledge, Sh. Al-Amin 
acquainted himself with the 
ideas of Ibn Taymiyya and 
Muhammad Abdu to sharpen his 
already critical contributions to 
Islamic social discourses in Kenya. 


Sh. Al-Amin was a contemporary 
of such pre-eminent Egyptians as 
Taha Husayn (1889-1973), 
Muhammad Husayn Haykal 
(1888-1956), Abbas Mahmud al- 
Aqqad (1889-1964), Ahmad Amin 
(1886-1954). 


Sh. Al - Amin's Teachers 


1. Sh. Suleiman Ali Mazrui - 2. Sayyid Ahmad bin Sumayt- 3. Sh. Abdallah 


Scholar & Chief Kadhi Scholar & Professional Ship Bakathir 7 
of Kenya Pilot/ Zanzibar Zanzibar Scholar 


Sh. Al - Amin's Family - 1 


[15t Wife - Bi. Swafia binti Suleiman bin Khamis Mazrui] 


Ca 
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Bi. Salma Bi. Aisha 
REY 


Bi. Swafia 
Bi. Nafisa Prof. Ali Mazrui 


&ə Sh. Al - Amin's Family - 2 


b (2nd Wife - Bi. Fatma wa Time] 


a 
[Bw. Hatith Al-Amin] 


Inspecting a guard of honour as a Liwali. 


Bi. Fatma wa Time 


Bi. Aisha Thani Bi. Alya binti Al-Amin 


Sh. Al - Amin’s Students - 1 


Sh. Muhammad Kassim Mazrui - Kadhi Sh. Maamun Suleiman Mazrui - 
Lamu; Malindi; Mombasa; later Chief Kadhi of Mombasa; Acted C/Kadhi for 
Kadhi of Kenya several years before the appointment of 


Sh. Muhammad Kassim Mazrui as C/K 


Sh. Al - Amin's Students - 2 


1 Bail | 
Sh. Abdallah Swaleh Farsy - Sheikh Muhammad Shamte Hamadi, 
Kadhi of ZNZ, later C/Kadhi of Kenya — Chief Minister & later Prime 
on the retirement of Minister of the Sultanate of 


Sh. Muhammad Kassim Mazrui Zanzibar, (June 1961 to Jan 1964) 


Sh. Al - Amin 's Students - 3 


Maalim Muhammad Abdalla Sayyid Ahmad Badawi of Lamu - 
Ghazali - Opened Madrasatl Briefly Acted C/Kadhi of Kenya after 
Ghazali in Mombasa the death of Sh. Al-Amin 


Sh. Al - Amin’s Students - 4 


Maalim Abeid Kafey 


- He started his own Madrasa 
in Kibera, Nairobi. 
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Sh. Rashid Kassim Mazrui 

Sh. Abdalla Ismail Mundhrai 
Maalim Ali Ahmad Jahadhmy 
Sh. Muhammad H. Timamy 

Sh. Haidar Muhammad Basamy 
Sh. Idi Usama 

Sh. Rashid Abdalla (from Vanga) 
Bw. Rashid Mabruk 

Sh. Maamun Suleiman Mazrui 


. Sh. Ahmed Ibrahim Kukny 


Etc. 


Sh. Al - Amin’s Students - 4 


Sh. Muhammad Ahmad Al-Bereky Maalim Said bin Ahmad Al-Kumry 


Sh. Al - Amin’s Friends 


| 


Sayyid Omar bin Sumayt — 
fellow Students under Sayyid 
Ahmad bin Sumayt: Scholar, 


Kadhi /ZNZ: intimate friend 


Sheikh Hemed bin Jumaa bin 
Hemed Al-Buhriy - Scholar/Tanga & 
DAR, became intimate friend 


Sh. Al - Amin’s Friends 


Mwinyi Alawi - Father to Maalim 
Abdrahman Saggaf of Mombasa/ 
Wasini. 


Sh. Ali bin Hemed Al-Buhry of Tanga/ 
Tanzania. 

Sh. Abubakar Abdallah Bakathir — 
fellow student under the Zanzibar 
eminent scholar, Sh. Abdalla 
Bakathir. 

Liwali of Mombasa during the 
colonial government Sh. Mbarak Ali 
Hinawy. 

Habib Swaleh Jamalil-Layl of Lamu. 
Sh. Mwanzi Omar and Sh. Amiri Juma 
(Mkuru Amiri) of Nyeri. 

Sh. Abdallah Al-Husni and Sh. 
Muhammad Said Baghozi of 
Mombasa. 


Sharif Ahmad Al-Haddad. 


~ 


Sh. Al - Amin At The Law Courts 


Comparative Studies On Sh. Al-Amin - 1 


Prof. F. H. Elmasri said: By any standards Sh. Al-Amin was easily the 
most remarkable intellectual figure in East Africa in the 1930s. 


Dr. Hassan Mwakimako reports: Perhaps the most popular and well- 
documented Kadhi during colonial Kenya was Sh. Al-Amin bin Ali bin 
Nafi al-Mazrui. 


Studies on Sh. Al-Amin reveal that he was largely associated with 
directing, advancing, and dominating the Islamic intellectual tradition 
and Islamic modernism in Kenya. 

Sh. Al-Amin's reign as Kadhi can be regarded as the most eventful 
period in the history of Chief Kadhiship. 

Inducted into an official government position in 1910 as a clerk to the 
Kadhi of Mombasa, he rose through the ranks to acting Kadhi, full- 
fledged Kadhi, and then the Chief Kadhi. 

During his rise, he interrupted his services to the government when he 
briefly resigned, from 1919 to 1921, to teach Arabic at the Arab school 
in Mombasa. He returned to Kadhiship and government service in 1924. 


Comparative Studies On Sh. Al-Amin - 2 


Sh. Al-Amin bin Ali bin Nafi al-Mazrui was the Chief Kadhi of Kenya from 
1937 to 1947. He was one of the greatest Muslim scholars along the 
coast of eastern Africa. He contributed considerably to Islamic 
intellectual life. (Dr. Hassan Mwakimako in “Conflicts and tensions in 
the appointment of Chief Kadhi in Colonial Kenya 1898-1960s”) 


Sh. Al-Amin was an indefatigable reformer who fought elements within 
Islam and from outside. In a number of his articles in al-Islah he 
constantly sought to show that Islam was not responsible for the 
backwardness of Muslims, but it was the betrayal of Islam by Muslims 
that was responsible for the state of affairs of Muslims. 

He strived to prove that lack of community spirit and gross 
individualism were greatly responsible for the absence of community 
initiatives in education and commerce . (Prof F. H. Elmasri on Sheikh 
al-Amin bin Ali al-Mazrui and Islamic Intellectual Tradition in 
East Africa) 


Today's Women Owe Gratitude To Sh. Al-Amin - 1 


e Human Rights Activists, Gender Crusaders and Women’s Rights Fighters in general 
and Muslim women in particular owe a burden of gratitude to Sh. Al-Amin. 


e Ata time (in 1930s) when the girl-child education was deemed Haram, Sh. Al-Amin 
strove very hard to sensitize parents on the need to educate their daughters. 


e Inan article in a book on “Islam in Kenya” titled Obstacles to Muslim Female Education 
in Kenya , Dr. Rayya Abdallah Issa wrote: 


- It was by religious arguments that Sh. Al-Amin supported education for girls. Did not a 
Hadith say that the acquisition of education is a duty upon every male and female? .... 
He came out strongly in favour of the domestic science subjects (a tactful move maybe to 
win the community’s sympathy) as long as the girls were taught in a way compatible with 
“our tradition and not in contravention of our religion.” 


- He urged for the establishment of a girls’ school... before outsiders built it for us. The 
result was the establishment of the Ghazali Muslim School in Mombasa. 


- Sh. Al-Amin helped his student, Sh. Muhammad A. Ghazali, start what at that time 
looked like a revolutionary co-educational school, where Islamic religion and Arabic were 
taught using modern methods and new text books. 


- The Ghazali Muslim School in an ironical way prepared the community for the 
acceptance of secular education for girls. The transition from this private school to a 
Government school which opened in 1936 was easier and more reciprocated than that 
from the home to the school, which would have may be taken longer to achieve. 


Today's Women Owe Gratitude To Sh. Al-Amin - 2 


Prof. F. H. Elmasri in his article on Sheikh al-Amin bin Ali al-Mazrui 
and the Islamic Intellectual Tradition in East Africa wrote: 


e Asa champion of women's education, pan-Islamism and as a 
public educator, Sh. Al-Amin tried to ensure that women were 
given a relevant kind of education so that they may become 
effective mothers. 


e Since a healthy society depended on healthy parents, and 
especially mothers, he emphasized the dominant role that they 
needed to play in the up-bringing of Muslim children. 


e Sh. Al-Amin through his clever and learned argumentation was 
able to persuade many parents that Western secular education 
was not in conflict with the Islamic religion and culture. 


e Although education of women kept behind that of men until the 


recent decades, many highly educated women now occupy 
important professional positions in the countries of East Africa. 


- He enjoyed poetry. He appreciated classical Swahili poems like 
Al-Inkishafi and Utenzi wa Mwana Kupona, and explored Arabic 
poetry all the way back to Antar Ibn Shaddad of al-Muallagat (a 
collection of poems from the 8!" to the 12* Century A.D.) 


- He read different journals from all over, especially those from Egypt 
like Al-Manar and Al-Ahram from Al-Azhar University. 


He also contributed articles to these journals. 

- He loved gardening and farming. He spent time in the early 
morning hours of those days he was at his Changamwe farm on the 
land that is currently occupied today by the Kenya Oil Refineries. 

- He ordered seedlings from all over, the shamba was filled with 
indegenious trees and fruits from as far as Zanzibar and Pemba. 

- Sh. Al-Amin loved flowers with their beauty and aroma. He used 
to cut fresh rose flowers, placed them in a flower vase, and 
romantically presented them to the young wife, Bi. Aisha Thani. 


Sh. Al-Amin’s Books 


Sh. Al-Amin authored many articles, books and published pamphlets. Here 
are a few: 


Tafsiri ya Juzuu ya Amma - (the translation of vol. 30 of the Holy Qur'an. 
Tafsiri ya Quraani Tukufu - Al-Fatiha na Al-Bakara. 


Tafsiri ya Quraani Tukufu - Aali Imran na An-Nisaa with a chapter on 
Zakat, the law of Inheritance. 


The History of the Mazru'i Dynasty of Mombasa - Translated and 
annotated by J. McL. Ritchie. 


Upotofu wa Makadiani- (Exposing the Qadiani - beliefs commonly 
called The Ahmadiyya). 


Hadithul Mukhtari - 130 Hadiths on good conduct, recently translated 
into English by Hamza Yusuf as “The Content of Character — Ethical 
sayings of Prophet Muhammad.” 


Uwongozi — a collection of his articles published in his magazines. 
Recently translated by Muhammad Yusuf as “Guidance.” 


Hidayatul Atfal — A gift for the youth, a text book on understanding Islam. 


As Students What Can You Learn From 
The Life Of Sh. Al-Amin? 


Islam is not discriminative 
on education. Both boys 
and girls are encouraged to 
go to the pinnacle of their 
capability in search of 
knowledge. 


All have a social 
responsibility to defend the 
Ummah. To achieve the 
courage and the ability to 
do that, education and 
exposure are necessary. 


Islam is a progressive 
religion. You need to have 
an open mind, set your 
goals high and strive to 
reach it. 


Obstacles and hurdles 
placed before you should 
not discourage you. Rather 
they should be treated as 
beacons. 


Where there is a will, there 
is a way! 


Sh. Al-Amin got an attack of TB, that finally caused his death. 


On 1“ April 1947, around 4 p.m. on his deathbed, Sh. Al-Amin 
asked his eldest wife, Bi. Swafia binti Suleiman: “What time is it?” 


“It is Asr time.” The wife replied. 
“Please help me in doing my Udhu.” 
Bi. Swafia did as requested. 


Sh. Al-Amin performed the Asr prayers in a sleeping position. 
Immediately after the salaam, he was seen opening and closing 
his mouth three times in succession; he was saying the Tashahud. 
He breathed his last surrounded by his two wives, children and 


other family members that also included Sh. Muhammad Kassim 
Mazrui who was his nephew, son-in-law, student and disciple. 


Inna Lillahi wa inna Ilaihi ra jiuun! 
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